
NEW DELHI: Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin praised
India’s growing ties with “like-minded partners” as he
held talks in New Delhi yesterday that were expected
to be dominated by shared alarm about China. India is
a vital US partner in the Asia-Pacific region and
Austin’s two-day trip is New Delhi’s first face-to-face
meeting with President Joe Biden’s administration.

It follows talks between top US and Chinese officials
in Alaska that wrapped up on Friday and which a senior
Washington official described as “tough and direct”.
Prior to India, Austin and US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken visited Japan and South Korea, two other
important partners in the region irked by Chinese
activities. That followed the first summit of the leaders
of the Quad, a four-way alliance of the US, Japan,
Australia and India seen as a bulwark against China.

‘Shared goals’ 
Austin arrived in New Delhi late Friday and held

talks with Prime Minister Narendra Modi and National
Security Advisor Ajit Doval. Austin “commended India’s
leadership role in the Indo-Pacific and growing
engagement with like-minded partners across the
region to promote shared goals,” Pentagon spokesman
John Kirby said. “The two sides reaffirmed their com-
mitment to promote a free and open regional order.
Both sides exchanged perspectives on shared chal-
lenges confronting the region and committed to further
strengthen their broad-ranging and robust defense
cooperation,” Kirby said.

Also not mentioning China directly, Modi tweeted
that “India and US are committed to our strategic part-
nership that is a force for global good.”

Historically prickly 
Austin was set to meet Foreign Minister S

Jaishankar and Defence Minister Rajnath Singh yester-
day. He may raise the question of human rights in India,
with a second senior US official calling the issue “an

important part of the Biden administration defense and
foreign policy”.

US-Indian relations have historically been prickly
but shared misgivings about China pushed them closer
together under Modi and former US President Donald
Trump. This accelerated after 20 Indian soldiers and
four Chinese troops died last June in a clash on their
disputed border high in the Himalayas. The nuclear-
armed Asian giants then sent thousands of extra troops
to the frontier although tensions have eased somewhat
with a pull-back from one area of contention.

Beijing has irked New Delhi with its support for
arch-rival Pakistan, as have Chinese investments in
Indian Ocean nations that India sees as its backyard.

India and China have also engaged in a tussle of
“vaccine diplomacy”, competing to supply other coun-
tries with coronavirus shots to secure goodwill and
influence.

‘Major Defense Partner’ 
In 2016, the United States designated India as a

“Major Defense Partner”, and they have since signed a
string of deals easing the transfer of advanced weapon-
ry and deepening military cooperation. US defense
firms have inked billions of dollars in deals to supply
military hardware, including helicopters, under India’s
$250-billion modernization of its armed forces.

But Russia is India’s biggest arms supplier and New
Delhi agreed in 2018 a $5.4-billion purchase of
Moscow’s S-400 missile defense system, even though
this could lead to US sanctions. Austin’s visit so soon
after Biden took office “shows the priority Washington
is assigning to New Delhi,” Manoj Joshi from India’s
Observer Research Foundation said. “Our relationship
with the US on the military side has enhanced enor-
mously and the US has been helping us in our con-
frontation with China,” Joshi said. — AFP
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News in brief
25 killed in DR Congo road accident 

GOMA: At least 25 people were killed when a
large truck smashed into three vehicles on the road
to the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo city
of Goma on Friday, the local mayor said. “Due to a
braking system failure, a large goods transport
vehicle hit three other vehicles at high speed,
including two buses,” Goma mayor Timothee
Mwissa Kiense told AFP. “The provisional death toll
is 25 people killed at the scene.” The accident
occurred in the early evening on a section of steep
road, he said, adding those injured had been taken
to hospital. — AFP

Rio closes beaches to curb virus 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Rio de Janeiro closed its
famed beaches Friday in a bid to contain a surge of
COVID-19, a move criticized by anti-lockdown
President Jair Bolsonaro, who said sun-deprived
citizens risked a lack of vitamin D. Rio Mayor
Eduardo Paes said the situation in the iconic beach
city was “very critical,” and urged residents to stay
home to slow the spread of the virus. COVID-19 is
raging in Brazil, where intensive care units are more
than 80 percent full in 25 out of 27 states. In Rio,
the rate is 95 percent.

Germany curbs travel from Poland 

BERLIN: Germany said on Friday it was classifying
neighboring Poland as a high-risk COVID-19 zone,
meaning that people crossing the border from
Poland will need a negative coronavirus test. From
Sunday people entering Germany from Poland will
have to show a negative PCR or antigen test,
according to the Robert Koch Institute (RKI), which
has also placed Cyprus and Bulgaria in the same
high risk category. The three countries represent a
“very high risk of infection” particularly because of
the rate at which the virus is spreading there, name-
ly beyond 200 new cases per 100,000 of the popu-
lation in a week, the institute said. —AFP

Guaido allocates $30m for vaccines

CARACAS: Opposition leader Juan Guaido will
allocate $30 million in Venezuelan state funds that
are frozen in the United States towards vaccina-
tions in his country. Although he has had no formal
role in Venezuela’s branches of power since last
year’s legislative elections, Guaido is recognized as
the country’s acting president by more than 50
nations, including the US. Washington has frozen
millions of dollars of Venezuelan money kept in US
bank accounts as part of international sanctions
against Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and
many top figures in his government, handing con-
trol of the funds to Guaido.  — AFP

Pentagon chief praises India’s 
ties with ‘like-minded partners’

NEW DELHI: US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin (Center right) walks with Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh
before observing the guard of honor in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP

China dominates Austi’s first India visit

Philippines logs 
record new 
virus infections
MANILA: New coronavirus infections in the
Philippines hit a record high on Friday, health officials
said, as pandemic restrictions were tightened in the
capital to combat the resurgence in cases.  Museums,
game arcades and driving schools have been ordered
to shut, while church and restaurant capacity has been
reduced to 30 percent as authorities struggle to con-
tain the fast-spreading virus. 

The temporary measures come as the number of
daily new infections in the country hit 7,103 — the
highest since the start of the crisis-taking its caseload
to more than 648,000, with most of the active cases in
the capital. Experts have warned the figure could
reach 11,000 a day by the end of the month, while the
COVID-19 task force has called for available vaccines
to be deployed to virus hot spots.  On Friday, the
Philippines’ drug regulator approved Russia’s Sputnik
V vaccine for emergency use-the fourth jab to get the
green light.  Moscow registered the vaccine in August
before large-scale clinical trials, but leading medical
journal The Lancet has since said it is safe and over 90
percent effective.  The Philippines has received more
than a million doses of vaccines developed by China’s
Sinovac and British-Swedish drug maker AstraZeneca
this month. —AFP

Anti-coup protesters 
defy Myanmar junta’s 
campaign of fear
YANGON: Protesters took to the streets across
Myanmar again yesterday, defying the junta which has
increasingly sought to crush the uprising with a cam-
paign of violence and fear. The country has been in
turmoil since the military ousted civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi from power in a February 1 coup, trigger-
ing a nationwide uprising as protesters call for a return
to democracy.  So far, more than 230 people have been
killed in anti-coup unrest, according to a local moni-
toring group, as security forces have deployed tear
gas, rubber bullets and live rounds against anti-coup
protesters.  But the movement has pushed ahead-
albeit in smaller numbers.

Local media showed protesters in gas masks gath-
ering in northern Shan state, while in the southern
coastal city of Dawei, motorists hoisted posters of Suu
Kyi and signs that said “end the dictatorship”.  The
protesters in Shan state hoisted home-made shields
that said “protect unarmed civilians”. 

Outside of protests, crackdowns by security forces
continue on the streets and residential areas across
Myanmar, said the Assistance Association for Political
Prisoners monitoring group.  “Casualties and unpro-
voked shootings are increasing day by day,” it said.  In
the central ruby-producing city of Mogok, local media
Myanmar Now reported that a small quarter’s night
guards were shot overnight.  “One died on the spot last
night while two others are in critical condition in the
hospital,” a rescue team member confirmed to AFP,
declining to give more details.  Commercial hub
Yangon has emerged as a hotspot for unrest, as secu-
rity forces armed with guns continue to root out pro-
testers wielding homemade protection gear. 

But the resistance movement remains defiant.
“Who says we have to give up because of unequal
weapons? We are born for victory,” tweeted promi-
nent activist Ei Thinzar Maung, with the hashtag
#SpringRevolution.  Tom Andrews, UN special rap-
porteur on the human rights situation in Myanmar, said
the junta could not defeat a population “united in
peaceful opposition” against its rule.

“Desperate, it launches ruthless attacks to provoke
a violent response to try and justify even more vio-

lence,” he tweeted yesterday. “It’s not working. The
world must respond by cutting their access to money
& weapons. Now.” 

Makeshift barricades of bamboo, brick and burning
rubber tyres have lent the streets of Myanmar’s largest
city the look of an urban warzone, and now the mili-
tary are forcing civilians to dismantle them, piece by
piece... at gunpoint. Constructed using any material to
hand, the barriers that have sprung up across Yangon
offer scant protection against the live rounds the secu-
rity forces have resorted to with increasing frequency
and lethal effect to crush mass opposition to the
February 1 coup that ousted elected civilian leader
Aung San Suu Kyi.

The protesters have the numbers, but no real means
of fighting the tear gas, rubber bullets and rifle fire of
the army and police. The Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners monitoring group suggests around
230 people have been killed in the unrest, and the actu-
al toll across the country is believed to be far higher.
The barricades have become something of a protester
trademark, blocking main roads and employing every-
thing from sand-filled cement bags and bamboo
screens to large, wheely garbage bins and housing
bricks. They have been partially successful in slowing
down the movement of the security forces, who are
now intent on forcing local residents-including those
not involved in the protests-to dismantle and remove
them. Tun Hla, 60, was at home when armed personnel
banged on his door and demanded he work on clearing
a barrier erected in his neighborhood. “I have experi-
enced this kind of situation before and it shouldn’t hap-
pen again,” Tun Hla, not his real name, told AFP. —AFP

Trudeau rebukes 
China over closed
door prosecution 
OTTAWA: Prime Minister Justin Trudeau reacted
angrily Friday to the closed-door trial of a Canadian
man detained in China for more than two years on espi-
onage charges, dismissing it as “completely unaccept-
able.” Businessman Michael Spavor, whose hearing fin-
ished after less than three hours on Friday, is one of two
Canadians detained, in apparent retaliation for Canada’s
arrest on a US extradition warrant of Huawei executive
Meng Wanzhou, and formally charged last June with
spying. “Let me be very clear: Their arbitrary detention
is completely unacceptable, as is the lack of transparen-
cy around these court proceedings,” the Canadian
leader told a news conference.

Spavor’s compatriot, former diplomat Michael
Kovrig, is scheduled to go to trial on Monday.
Canada has attacked the charges against its citizens
as “trumped-up,” and the three cases have sent rela-
tions between Ottawa and Beijing to their lowest
point in decades, although China has denied any link
between Meng’s arrest and the action taken against
the Canadians. Diplomats and media were barred
from attending Spavor’s trial earlier in Dandong,
where Canadian officials were joined by envoys from
eight other nations including the United States,
France and Austral ia outside the courthouse.
Canadian diplomats waved as a police van with tint-
ed windows believed to be carrying Spavor drove
out of the court.

The verdict remains unknown.
A court statement said that the “private hearing” had

finished and that the court would “select a date to
announce the verdict.” Spavor’s family have called for
his unconditional release, saying that he was innocent of
the accusations and had done much as a businessman to
“build constructive ties” between Canada, China and
North Korea.

Trudeau said his government, along with allies he
thanked publicly for showing “global solidarity in this
case,” would continue to press China to immediately
release the “Two Michaels,” as they have become
known. “China needs to understand that it is not just
about two Canadians,” he said. —AFP

PASAY CITY: A policeman (left) stands guard at the entrance
to a neighborhood under strict quarantine measures in
Pasay City, suburban Manila as the number of new daily
cases of Covid-19 coronavirus has surged to the highest
level in seven months. — AFP

YANGON: A protester jumps over a makeshift barricade dur-
ing a crackdown by security forces on a demonstration
against the military coup in Yangon’s Thaketa township
yesterday. — AFP

Congo’s Nguesso 
looks to extend 
rule in election
BRAZZAVILLE, Congo: The Republic of Congo votes
in presidential elections today with incumbent Denis
Sassou Nguesso aiming to extend his decades-long
hold on power in the Central African state. Sassou
Nguesso has accumulated 36 years in office-he was
most recently re-elected in 2016, after which the oppo-
sition was effectively sidelined and his two main rivals
sentenced to 20 years’ forced labor. The 77-year-old
retired paratrooper appears favored to win a fourth
term in today’s ballot. The largest opposition group, the
Pan-African Union for Social Democracy, is boycotting
the vote. Sassou Nguesso hopes for a first-round victo-
ry over six challengers, including former minister Guy-
Brice Parfait Kolelas, who was runner-up in 2016, and
former finance minister Mathias Dzon.

“One shot, KO,” proclaimed his campaign posters
forecasting a win for the candidate. Sassou Nguesso
has placed youth and the development of agriculture at
the heart of his campaign, pointing out that the country
imports most of what it consumes despite its farming

resources. Several thousand supporters, some waving
banners with his initials “DSN”, rallied for his last cam-
paign stop in Brazzaville on Friday, where he promised
more programs for the country’s youth. “Our policies in
favor of young people will continue with force and vigor
during the next mandate,” he told his supporters.

But his pitch to the young seems to have met a mixed
response in a country where most of the population of
five million are people aged under 25 who have never
known another president. “Even if there is some hassle

here, there’s no war like in other countries. Better to stay
with Sassou who brings us peace, at least that is good,”
said Mariela, a 19-year-old high-school student in the
coastal city of Pointe-Noire.  “There’s no point voting,”
said Francesc, a 25-year-old law student in the capital
Brazzaville. “The dice are loaded in advance.” Congo’s
Catholic Church episcopal conference has already
expressed “serious reservations” about the transparen-
cy of the ballot and fears a possible internet shutdown
on Sunday, as in the 2016 election. 

Sitting between Gabon and its giant neighbor the
Democratic Republic of Congo, the Republic of Congo
has significant oil reserves and 80 percent of its budget
comes from petroleum. But the former French colony,
also known as Congo-Brazzaville, has been hit hard by
cycles of falling world crude prices and is also hobbled
by, debt, corruption and poor infrastructure.

Per-capita GDP in 2012, at the height of an oil boom,
peaked at $3,922, but tumbled to $2,279 in 2019,
according to World Bank figures.  Last year, the econo-
my contracted by 6.8 percent, according to the African
Development Bank (AfDB). In the 2020 UN Human
Development Index, a benchmark of poverty, the coun-
try ranked 175 out of 189 countries. Transparency
International classed Congo 165th out of 179 countries
in its 2020 Corruption Perceptions Index. Members of
the Sassou Nguesso family were placed under investi-
gation in Paris in 2017 in a case involving alleged “ill-
gotten gains”. — AFP 

BRAZZAVILLE: Republic of Congo incumbent president
Denis Sassou-Nguesso (left), candidate for the presidential
election speaks to his wife during his last campaign rally in
Brazzaville, on Friday.— AFP


